
BOOK OF DEUTERONOMY 
CHAPTERS 27-30 

 
JULY 13, 2022 

 
Overview of Chapters 27-30 
Our lesson acts as an epilogue to the giving of the law that covered all the other chapters.  All 
four chapters are held together loosely by the theme of blessings and curses (with a marked 
predominance of the latter).  It comes as no surprise that life under the law highlights more 
things that may go wrong and as a result bring people pain.  Naming the curses acts as a check 
to correct bad behaviors.  Israel failed to live up to its obligations to keep the commandments 
in the past and nothing seems to curb their conduct.  The Book of Deuteronomy is a last chance 
appeal to restore the commandments to their rightful place in the daily lives of the Israelites. 
 
We need to be careful on how we interpret these curses.  By definition a curse is the invoking of 
harm and evil on a specified enemy or wrongdoer (whether known or unknown).  Curses can be 
a negative prayer aimed at inflicting hurt on someone else.  What we will find in these chapters 
is more of a confessional reflection on the historical experiences of Israel.  We will hear the cry 
of pain for all that Israel has suffered.  Because the commandments have been grievously 
neglected their cries will be heard as a desire to repent.  Specific events that are part of their 
history will be highlighted.   
 
Chapter 27:1-10 
In the opening verses instructions are given to set up a monument west of the Jordan River.  It 
was to be constructed from a heap of large stones covered with plaster so that the words could 
be inscribed on it.  At the time such monuments were not unusual.  The tablet of King 
Hammurabi is the most famous. 

 
      
     Code of Hammurabi 
 One of the king’s most famous achievements is the law  
     code that included many harsh punishments.   
 
     His code supported the doctrine of an eye for an eye.  It is 
     a collection of 282 laws and standards (indispensable rules  
     for commercial interactions and punishments when the 
     requirements of justice were not met).   
 
     It was a seven-foot-five-inch monument.   
 

 
The 282 edicts were all written in an if-then form.  There were different standards of justice for 
the three classes of Babylonian society – the propertied class, freedmen, and slaves.   
 



The law monuments also served as boundary markers and signified the rule of justice that 
prevailed in the land.  In this case the justice in the land was inseparably linked to the name of 
the Lord God.  The law of God given through Moses represented the law of the land.  These 
verses also reflect the concern of the authors to relate the keeping of the commandment to the 
formal conduct of worship.  It was very appropriate that from the start of Israel’s entry into the 
land the claim of the law upon it should be affirmed and memorialized. 
 
Chapter 27:11-26 
The introduction of the list in vs. 11-13 describes the twelve tribes of Israel as gathered 
together and divided into two groups of six.  One group is placed on Mt. Gerizim for the 
blessing and the second group is located on Mt. Ebal for the curses.  The names of the tribes are 
the sons of Jacob as recorded in Genesis 29-30.  The first group appears to be the favored tribes 
which is appropriate to their proximity to the mount of blessing.  These are the sons born to 
Jacob’s wives, Leah and Rachel.  The second group is made up of the descendants of Jacob’s 
concubines together with Reuben and Zebulon.   
 
It seems that the first and last of the twelve curses were added to the original list of ten.  The 
first of them relates to the setting up of an image in secret.  It presents a particular variation of 
the more familiar prohibition against the use of any image at all in worship.  We will address 
the last of the curses at the end of this section. 
 
The curses serve as a form of public condemnation and they indicate that people should be 
shunned (banned) from the community.  God is asked to punish the offender but without any 
clear indication of how that would come about.  The instruction that those assembled were 
required to respond to the declaration of the curse with a loud Amen showed that it was a 
matter of individual conscience and a sense of guilt that made the curse effective.  At the same 
time the recital of such curses gave a powerful declaration of the will of the community. 
 

• Vs. 16 – Essentially all of these rulings deal with substantially the same moral issue of 
showing respect for parents, making provision for them, and acting so as to maintain the 
strength and integrity of the household.   

• Vs. 17 – The prohibition against the removal of a neighbor’s boundary marker concerns an 
issue that has already been dealt with in the legislative ruling of 19:14.  Both this and the 
preceding curse would have been undertaken secretly and in private and therefore difficult 
to produce satisfactory proof for any action to be taken. 

• Vs. 18-19 – Here is a general injunction not to deprive disadvantaged members of the 
community from access to the public justice system.  

• Vs. 20-23 – These curses were aimed at prohibiting sexual abuse especially of vulnerable 
female members of a household who would be unlikely to have effective means of 
reparation against a senior male.  Unmarried sisters, half-sisters, and widowed in-laws were 
all likely to have been part of a household and therefore susceptible to sexual abuse. 

• Vs. 24 – The curse points to an act that is said to be carried out in secret (a carefully planned 
attempt to inflict harm upon another). 



• Vs. 25 – The particular offense of receiving payment to shed innocent blood would have 
covered payments made for contract killing.  More likely it refers to the committing of 
perjury in a capital lawsuit that could lead to the death penalty being imposed on an 
innocent person (thereby amounting to murder). 

 
The concluding curse summarizes all the preceding ones and serves to reinforce the level of 
authority that was attached to them.  It adds nothing new and appears to have been introduced 
primarily with a view to increase the number of curses to twelve to match the number of tribes.  
Overall this series of curses was intended to expand the value of the law rather than to add to 
its demands in any detailed fashion.   
 
Chapter 28 
In this chapter the curses outnumber the blessings by a considerable margin.  It gives us the 
impression that the overall effect of the Deuteronomic legislation was predominantly negative.  
There were more things that could go wrong than could go right.  It reflects a clear under-
standing of how Israel has fared under the law.  There is a sense of failure since Israel has not 
been obedient to God.  
 
It is highly probable that the addition of the blessings and curses in this chapter was made at a 
relatively late stage in the composition of the book.  They do not fit the nature and content of 
the laws that we saw in the central part of the book.  It is primarily the setting of the law code 
within the larger context of a review of Israel’s history and its experience as a nation that made 
the authors include these curses.  The intention throughout appears to be reflective rather than 
offering additional warnings to Israel concerning the dangers of any failure on their part.  
Overall there is a broad desire to teach the seriousness of the law.  It is comparable with the 
general message that is found in the prologue to the law found in Chapters 6-9. 
 
Vs. 1-46 represents the foundational basis of the whole.  We hear the clear doctrine that God is 
just and fair in all dealings with the people of Israel.  The covenant has made the terms so clear 
that there can be no doubts.  Israel can remain assured that it will receive from God only what 
it deserves.  All that has changed is that these curses predict Israel itself becoming the Lord’s 
enemy.   
 
The predominance of curses over blessings can be explained by the fact that this was how the 
history of Israel played out.  Disaster had come and what was needed at this point was an 
explanation for it.  Many had drawn the conclusion that the Lord God of Israel was ineffective 
when faced with the  conflicting power of the gods of the surrounding nations.  The authors 
endeavor to assert that truth of the Lord’s rule.  Israel had been called by God to fulfill the 
demands of the law.  Now it must be content to be judged.  This understanding is very close to 
the prophecies described in Isaiah 37:22-29. 
 
A second section (vs. 47-57) was then joined to the first section and gives a further and even 
more threatening tone to the curses.  It spells out with added detail the horrors of life under 
the curses.  In this section we see a shift both in structure and theology. 



The literary form of the curse is abandoned altogether and instead graphic detail is given of the 
sufferings of Israel at the hands of an unnamed enemy.  The most striking feature is the 
detailed description of a prolonged and horrifying siege that will bring unendurable famine and 
will lead to gruesome acts of cannibalism.   
 
It points to events that have already befallen Israel.  In this setting the curses are little more 
than a very open and broad way of coming to terms with the nature of evil and the specific 
misfortunes that Israel experienced.  These are specific recollections of horrors that took place 
in Jerusalem during the Babylonian siege between the years 588-587 BC.  The date also places 
this section at the time when the Book of Lamentations was written. 
 
This section provides a full confession on the part of Israel.  It has been guilty of disobedience to 
the laws of God.  For the authors it was not the powerlessness of God that brought about the 
misfortunes but rather the terrible indifference shown to the divine commandments given 
through Moses.   
 
A third section (vs. 58-68) was added even later and offers even more detailed instances of the 
unbearable pain of life under the curses.  It probably relates to the post-587 BC circumstances 
when many former citizens of Judah had been forced to become refugees, fleeing into exile and 
slavery.  The authors used their imaginations to reconstruct the plight of destitute people. 
 
A particular feature of this section lies in the attention given to those who would flee to Egypt 
and offer themselves for sale as slaves.  Egypt appears to be the preferred destination of the 
Judean survivors who fled there after the murder of Gedaliah (Jeremiah 43:1-44:30).  The 
return to Egypt is seen as a tragic reversal of the original deliverance.  The Exodus gave birth to 
Israel as a nation and the return to seek refuge in that land takes on the character of a loss of 
nationhood.   
 
By the time the prophecies of Isaiah 40-55 and the major prophetic collections of Jeremiah and 
Ezekiel were taking shape all hope for Israel’s future became focused on a return from Babylon 
of those who had been forcibly taken there.  It was clearly the situation that emerged by the 
start of the sixth century BC.  In the meantime all confidence in the surviving administration in 
the ruined land of Judah had been abandoned. 
 
Chapters 29 and 30  
We now hear the farewell speech of Moses.  It is considered to be another one of his great 
addresses that is found in Deuteronomy and is a later addition to Deuteronomy 4:44-16:19.  It 
is of considerable historical and theological significance in that it is addressed specifically and 
openly to a community of Israel who found themselves at a new juncture in their national 
history.   
 
 
 



By this time they had been driven out from the land promised to their ancestors (Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob).  This land (which represented God’s central material gift to Israel and which 
made them a nation) had by this time been lost.  Even more disturbing it no longer remained 
under the political control of those whose religious loyalty meant that it could safely be 
entrusted to their care.   
 
This new situation showed the human vulnerability of Israel.  In the eyes of the authors it was 
also a fearful confirmation of the importance of obedience to the law of Moses.  Beyond both 
of these facts it was also a fundamental theological problem.  Without possession of the land 
how could there ever be an Israel at all?  A restored nation could only come into being by a new 
journey through the wilderness and a new act of taking possession of the land.  It is the reason 
the authors needed to repeat the central importance of the law of Moses.  Israel was once 
more exiled in the wilderness and as a nation it was once more wrestling to break free from 
bondage to a foreign nation.  It had to recross the Jordan and repossess the land.   
 
The very faith in the power of the Lord God that seemed to have been discredited and largely 
disowned by the people is now summoned back into being.  Moses is using this address to offer 
them a renewed sense of faith, courage, and hope.  It urges Israel to accept its past failures, to 
recognize its hopeless position without faith in God, and to return to a renewed loyalty to the 
covenant and its commandments.  A new beginning was possible. 

 
      
     Its central message is the insistence on the  
     possibility of repentance and the return of Israel to  
     nationhood as part of a great purpose that God  
     would bring about.   
 
     Now the people face a new choice.  They could  
     either abandon God and the covenant altogether or  
     they could return in sincerity and truth to keep the  
     covenant and to remain unwaveringly loyal to the  
     Lord as God.   
 
 

 
The address has a threefold purpose –  
 

• It makes clear that by the grace of God the renewal of Israel is a genuine possibility.  Israel is 
once more poised on the edge of the land exactly as its ancestors were when they stood 
across the Jordan in the plains of Moab.   
 
 
 



Moses makes a demand on the present generation (the same demand that had been made 
on every Israelite since the original Horeb covenant had been established).  They must 
choose between following the way of God or abandoning it.  They could either remain 
totally loyal to the covenant (obeying its commandments) or they could turn away.  If they 
choose the latter they would also abandon the promise of hope altogether.  In this case 
they would be throwing away the only lifeline that was within their grasp. 
 
One thing alone remained for Israel to do and the remainder lay in the power of God.  This 
one act was the essential key that would enable them to pass through the doorway of hope.  
Choose life! 
 

• It puts aside the objections that could be raised against trusting in this possibility.  Foremost 
among those was the belief that the actions and power of God were not sufficient for such a 
restoration.  The people believed the influence the Lord God possessed over the course of 
human affairs was not enough to ensure the eventual success of Israel.  The response to this 
objection was to look back once again to the story of Israel when the nation journeyed 
through the wilderness.  It was there that God showed extraordinary care for Israel.  When 
faith and loyalty were strong and the leadership of Moses was still a reality then Israel was 
assured of success. 

 
Another objection concerned the uncertainty and confusion surrounding the requirement 
that Israel should obey the commands of the covenant.  How will the people know when 
they fulfilled what was required?  Here the authors presented a very central feature of the 
covenant with Israel.  The commandments were clear, plain, and fully knowable by every 
citizen in Israel.   
 
The key element in the last objection was the ruined state of the land.  The picture must 
have been unforgettably etched on the minds of those who heard this address by Moses.  
But the words of this objection did not come from those present.  They were put in the 
mouths of the children of the future generations of Israelites and of foreigners who would 
comment on the devastation – and they would know the reason why it happened.  Children 
not yet born would know the truth that the Israelites wanted to hide from themselves.   

 

• It uncovers and refutes the unspoken thoughts of disillusionment the people secretly had 
about their future.  Why did the situation and the future appear so different to the authors 
than to the Israelites?  To answer the question the authors delve into the topic of faith.  
There were those who were ready to turn aside from trusting God at the first sign that the 
situation was becoming difficult.  The accounts of their ancestors wandering in the 
wilderness provided many examples of such a cowardly lack of faith.  

 



Alongside such mean-spirited faithlessness there was also the temptation to indulge in a 
selfish complacency.  By contemplating their own remarkable good fortune (in at least 
surviving) they abandoned altogether any concern with larger issues of faith and national 
destiny in order to look after themselves.  In so doing they paid no attention to the larger 
fate of the nation.   

 
After such a strong emphasis on the need to obey the commandments (and on the terrible 
consequences of failure to do so) it is remarkable that in the end the love of God and his 
compassion are so great that in the future God will give Israel the power to obey.  The law turns 
out to be an instrument of grace and that grace is what motivates us to fulfill the laws of God. 
 
Next Session – July 20 
Chapters 31-34 


